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0.1 T O P I C E X P L A N A T I O N 
In ancient civilizations people depended totally on nature for their survival. They 
feared and respected nature and therefore nature was considered almost divine and 
came to be worshipped. They believed in super natural forces which were believed 
to bring them prosperity and adversity. People adhered to a set of beliefs based on 
their worldview in order to live in harmony with these cosmic forces. Each and 
every act carried out for their survival on earth was performed with rituals because 
nature was considered divine. Similarly, the construction of a house in a traditional 
form was linked up with a series of rituals that brought confidence and hope in the 
mind of the occupant on prosperity. 
"The tradition is the opinion or belief or custom handed down from ancestors to 
posterity. The tradition is not static; it is the functional demand adopted with the 
nature and environment, flavored with culture and belief. It was developed with 
certain value systems, anything that was not acceptable to the society was gradually 
rejected, only what was proved useful for people were retained and adopted. The 
outcome of confidence and the human satisfaction experienced by the ancestors, 
formulated and precipitated the tradition."1 
The traditional house that has existed in Sri Lanka for more than two thousand years 
was an outcome of a strong philosophy of Buddhist life: - the simplicity and the 
impermanent nature of life. The house was part and parcel of nature; the materials 
were borrowed from the nature and returned to the nature. 
Ancient civilizations considered architecture not only as a building exercise but also 
as organizing their living environment and creating a sacred atmosphere for living. 
Many rituals, customs and beliefs have thus involved and it had been useful in 
creating a built environment in harmony with nature or in other words, it has acted 
as a tool for preservation of nature. 
1
 De Silva, Nimal . "The Sri Lankan Tradition for Shelter", The Sri Lanka Architect: The journal of 
the Sri Lanka institute of Architects. Vol. 100 No. 6, June-August, 1990 
Even though the traditional beliefs have been devalued today, these beliefs still exist 
in our society. Therefore a systematic study of the design concepts and construction 
techniques of traditional residential architecture would be of great importance to 
unravel the unseen depth and to see the possibility of applying the appropriate 
lessons of traditional domestic architecture to the architectural problems of our time. 
0.2 JUSTIFICATION 
Ancient traditional concepts setout ground rules for creating a tranquil and serene 
sanctuary in harmony with nature, but the development of the technology has over 
shadowed the grand traditions in architecture and also have broken the ecological 
balance between human and nature. 
"Sustainable relationship with nature and Architecture", which was a widely 
* discussed matter over the world over past few years, was characterized by the aim of 
rediscovering architectural responses that are in harmony with the natural 
environment, responding to the past by reassessing and challenging conventional 
wisdom. 
Eastern and Western thinking on "environmentally responsible design" contrasts 
greatly. While much of the green thinking Western world still seeks to consume an 
optimum yield with a minimum effect on eco systems, Eastern rationale revolves 
around consuming just within the limits of what is necessary. The contemporary 
^ urbanite of Sri Lanka, transmuted by years of Western influence generally considers 
Bigger and More of most things as necessarily better. Similarly, more exotic the 
material, the more desirable. This practice has adversely affected the environment 
and has lead to a serious environmental degradation. 
2 
The ancient traditional customs and beliefs revolved around consuming just vvithin 
the limits of what is necessary. The use of found materials and sound familiar 
technology inherently available within the environment was the basis of traditional 
architecture; spatial comfort and aesthetics were then incidental. 
Therefore this reveals that there is ample opportunity to carry out an analytical 
study on ancient "Vaastu Vidya", which was a holistic system and which helped to 
bring the individual in to total harmony with his environment. 
Any act of building, even a clay hut, can be considered to be going against the 
notions of eco-friendly/ environmentally responsible design since it alters the sate of 
environment directly and indirectly. But man defines his environment and himself 
by the edifices he builds. So the matter in question is how buildings can be designed 
and constructed, with the least impact on the environment. 
The loss of the practical lessons of the vernacular began a long time ago. Ananda 
Coomaraswamy describing a visit to Jaffna says: 
"I am staying in a house, a new house with Mangalore tiles. Well, gentlemen, I am 
often tempted to use an umbrella in the house, so great is the heat that penetrates 
these tiles. But I have been in to some of our old Tamil houses dating from about 
100 years ago. Inevitably, on leaving the high road and entering the door, a feeling 
of coolness is experienced. Besides that, the houses were well and handsomely built 
with solid timber, simply carved and they are fit to stand a hundred years again. But 
the new house is already showing signs of wear and tear".2 
Therefore the intention of this study is to unravel the unseen concepts embodied in 
the customs and beliefs of the traditional architecture that helped to maintain a 
sustainable relationship with nature. 
2
 Lewcock, Ronald; Sansoni, Barbara; Senanayaka, Laki. The Architecture of an 
Island. Colombo, Barefoot (Pvt) Ltd, 1998 
The traditional customs, beliefs and rituals in relation to architecture, needs a 
systematic study and is one of the least researched areas in architecture. 
It is intended to derive practical guidelines from ancient beliefs to develop locally 
found materials to a greater level, achieve better standards and develop new 
techniques. 
0.3 METHODOLOGY 
A literature survey is done in order to list out information on customs and beliefs of 
the traditional architecture in the Sri Lankan context. Interviews were carried out 
with the local astrologers as well as with people with a research background on this 
subject in order to get the unwritten data. Examination of evidence from historical 
and archaeological sources was carried out. Further, this study draws heavily on 
previous studies of this kind. 
This research is based on the hypothesis that design concepts and construction 
techniques have acted as a tool for maintaining a sustainable relationship with 
nature. 
The collected data is analyzed under three major sections: 
1. Evolution of Traditional domestic architecture in Sri Lanka 
2. The practical guidelines of the traditional Sri Lankan domestic 
architecture. 
3. Impact of the customs, beliefs and the rituals on the environment, nature 
and materials 
Under the first section the history of the Sri Lankan traditional domestic architecture 
is analyzed. 
Under the second chapter practical guidelines are listed out under three sub sections. 
• Customs and Beliefs that influenced the Selection of Site 
• Design of a house 
• Construction of a house 
The traditional customs and beliefs, which have a direct impact on maintaining a 
sustainable relationship with nature, are extracted under the third section and looked 
for the anticipated outcome. It is done under five sub sections, assuming that nature 
consists of five elements, namely, space, air, fire, water and earth, according to 
Hindu philosophy. 
Only the customs and beliefs, of which, the scientific logic behind them could be 
explained and justified rationally are extracted under the third chapter and looked for 
the anticipated out come. 
• The customs, rituals and beliefs that helped to maintain a sustainable 
relationship with Earth. 
• The concepts, which helped to maintain a sustainable relationship with the 
sun 
• The design concepts and construction techniques intended for preservation of 
Water 
• The concepts that enhanced the spatial quality. 
• The concepts that facilitated a sustainable relationship with air 
Illustrations are used to clarify the issues under scrutiny. 
But, however the rationality is, two case studies are presented, in order to explain the 
applicability of the ancient guide lines in the present day context. 
